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The University Next Door: Developing a Centralized 
Unit that Strategically Cultivates Community 
Engagement at Urban Universities  
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Omaha Nebraska, October 13, 2015 
 
We are a premier urban,  
public research university  
focused on academic success. 
Established in  
1838 
Located in  
Richmond, Virginia 
More than  
171,000 
alumni worldwide 
Campus life and athletics 
16 
NCAA Division I 
men’s and 
women’s athletic 
teams 
More than 
1 million hours 
of community service 
More than 500 
student organizations 
About  
Richmond 
» Virginia’s capital city 
» Home to six Fortune 500 companies 
» Growing innovation ecosystem 
» Thriving arts community  
The VCU 
population 
» 31,288 students 
» 100 countries represented in student population 
» 11, 388 employees 
» 2,170 full-time instructional faculty 
Academic programs 
13 schools and  one college  
222 
degree and  
certificate programs  
 64 baccalaureate degree programs 
 74 master’s degree programs 
 40 doctoral degree programs 
   3 first-professional degree programs 
  41 post-baccalaureate and  
    post-master’s certificate programs 
 
Challenges when you are a large, decentralized  
campus that resides in the heart of the city 
Units are disconnected and moving 
in different directions 
 
Picture from http://drewfonts.tumblr.com/ 
“Force to be reckoned with” 
Funders are pushing 
universities to get more 
engaged in the community 
VIRGINIA COMMONWEALTH UNIVERSITY 
STRATEGIC PLAN: QUEST FOR DISTINCTION 
Theme I 
Become a leader among national research universities in providing all students with high-quality 
learning/living experiences focused on inquiry, discovery and innovation in a global environment. 
 
Theme II 
Attain distinction as a fully integrated urban, public research university through contributions in human 
health, research, scholarship and creative expression that advance knowledge and enhance the  
quality of life. 
 
Theme III 
Become a national model for community engagement and regional impact. 
 
31,163 students 
Very high research activity 
Community-engaged 
Located in Richmond, Virginia 
How to Navigate? 
 Create central office that reports to Provost 
 Establish administrator who sits  with leadership 
 Create definitions for Community Engagement 
 Hire professional staff with credentials and experience 
 Ensure staff are at the table for major initiatives – on campus 
and in community 
 Coffee  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Evolution of DCE  
 Service-learning – support from Learn and Serve 
 Carver neighborhood partnership – support from HUD + 
 AmeriCorps – support from CNCS 
 Community Solutions -  duPont Fund 
 Community Engaged Research – VCU strategic priority 
 ASPiRE – first Living Learning program, VCU retention priority 
 
 
 
 
 
Current Structure 
 
• Mission – To mobilize university-community partnerships that generate innovative 
solutions to societal challenges and prepare the engaged citizens of tomorrow. 
 
• Vision – VCU is a community of engaged citizens, working together, changing lives. 
 
• Structure/Organization –  
• Housed within the academic affairs arm of the university, in the Provost’s Office. 
• Led by a vice provost who reports directly to the university provost. 
• Employs 24 full-time staff members who are experts in community engagement. 
• Organized into program areas that work to improve both the quality and quantity of 
community-engaged research, community-engaged teaching/learning, and 
community-engaged service/outreach. 
VIRGINIA COMMONWEALTH UNIVERSITY 
DIVISION OF COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 
VCU DIVISION OF COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT  
CONTINUUM OF SUPPORT STRATEGIES 
EXPERT  
 
Strategies designed 
to deepen the work of 
individuals and 
collaborations that  
are experienced in 
university-community 
partnership work 
 
EXPOSURE 
 
Strategies designed to 
introduce engagement 
concepts to 
individuals who are 
primarily involved in 
traditional research, 
teaching and service 
practices 
EXPERIENCE 
 
Strategies designed 
to support individuals 
and collaborations 
that are in the early 
stages of university-
community 
partnership work 
 
VCU DIVISION OF COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT  
STRATEGIC VALUES FOR VCU 
• Serves as the point of contact for external and internal stakeholders 
• Represents the university in the community 
• Represents community engagement perspective within university leadership 
• Helps university build capacity to work with the community 
• Provides professional development opportunities for faculty and staff 
• Ensures integrity of community-engaged scholarship 
• Incubates best practice community engagement models 
• Tracks higher education trends, locally and nationally 
• Bridges disciplines to advance interdisciplinary partnerships 
 
 
Building Internal Capacity 

Future Challenges and Opportunities 
 Tracking and measuring impact 
 Focusing our efforts 
 Advancing community-engaged 
scholarship 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
community.vcu.edu 
